Internationally, this book has enjoyed a warm reception, with French and Italian translations already in progress and appreciative reviews in newspapers in Britain, Sweden, Denmark, Italy, and elsewhere. This is not wholly surprising since, as I note in Chapter 1, the European countries typically recognize the equality of religious and non-religious claims of conscience in their foundational charters, if not in the cases actually litigated in the courts. But in the United States, with its high level of public religiosity (despite the absence of an established church), the idea that religious and non-religious claims of conscience should have equal moral standing has proved more controversial. Professor Paulsen is correct about the only basis on which "religious freedom…makes full, rational sense," then the unequal privileging of religious freedom is, indeed, in trouble.
The so-called "new atheists" like Richard Dawkins tend to treat the falsity of some religious beliefs-beliefs in a super-natural deity, in reincarnation, in resurrection from the dead, and so on-as decisive reasons to repudiate religion. I agree that all religions are marked by some beliefs that are false (or, at best, unjustified), but I do not think that settles any interesting questions about the need for religious toleration. The sphere of toleration is precisely the domain of beliefs (and associated practices) we deem to be false or misguided. And false or irrational belief is hardly proprietary to religion, as I emphasize throughout the book. I believe, perhaps naively, that philosophy makes occasional progress, and this is partly because, as a philosophical naturalist, I think philosophy has to answer to scientific results. The scientific evidence that there is no immaterial soul, that the dead do not return to life, and that observable physical and biological phenomena are explicable in terms that require no reference to supernatural entities is overwhelming. That anyone still believes in a super-natural being like the Judeo-Christian God is, as the Oxford philosopher John Mackie noted a generation ago, a "miracle," though perhaps that overstates the point: it is no longer rational to believe in gods or other super-natural beings, but it is easily explicable why people (including very intelligent people) do so, a topic on which psychologists, anthropologists and others have shed light for more than a century. Perhaps most importantly, "the truth is terrible,"as Nietzsche likes to say, and religion has offered one of the most potent consolations for the terrible truths that afflict human existence: pointless suffering and mortality. As I note in Chapter 3, that fact is relevant to the question of whether religious conscience is more important than other kinds, though I argue it does not ultimately favor privileging religious claims of conscience. But that conclusion also underlines the mistake of the atheist zealots like Dawkins who believe, also falsely, that only true beliefs are essential for human life. Religions all involve some false and/or irrational beliefs, but they are none the worse for that in terms of their essential role in the lives of many human beings. What religion can no longer claim is that only the demands it places on conscience deserve special legal solicitude.
Some religious readers complained that the book did not devote more space to recent efforts to defend the rationality of religious belief by a handful of professional philosophers (all theists before they were philosophers, needless to say). Others have written books on this topic, including Mackie, and I take the issue to be well-settled. But I also take seriously Nietzsche's observation in his 1881 book Daybreak, in a section titled "Historical refutation as the definitive refutation": "In former times, one sought to prove that there is no God-today one indicates how the belief that there is a God could arise and how this belief acquired its weight and importance: a counter-proof that there is no God thereby becomes superfluous" (95). The refutations of proofs for the existence of God are legion, the stuff of introduction to philosophy classes throughout the post-Enlightenment world; but once we understand the attraction of false belief, including religious belief, we do not need to continue the endless recyclying of bad arguments for incredible conclusions.
In addition to arguing for the moral equality of religious and non-religious claims of conscience, I also argue that just societies must confront squarely the costs of permitting conscientious exemptions, religious or otherwise, to laws that promote the general welfare. The return of whooping cough and measles in many parts of the United States is tangible evidence of the costs of carving out exemptions to laws of general applicability, likes mandatory vaccination schemes. Although the arguments of the book are not concerned with the law of any one jurisdiction, it perhaps bears noting that the United States, in particular, has now moved to a dangerous extreme in its willingness to permit "religious believers" to be exempt from the law. Chapter 5 of this book argues that, at least as far as the moral value of principled toleration is concerned, the U.S. has gone too far. Other democratic socieities would do well to learn from the American mistakes.
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